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AMERICANS, particularly if they are of a certain leftward-leaning,
college-educated type, worry about our country’s blunders into other
cultures. In some circles, it is easy to make friends with a rousing
rant about the McDonald’s near Tiananmen Square, the Nike factory
in Malaysia or the latest blowback from our political or military
interventions abroad. For all our self-recrimination, however, we
may have yet to face one of the most remarkable effects of
American-led globalization. We have for many years been busily
engaged in a grand project of Americanizing the world’s
understanding of mental health and illness. We may indeed be far
along in homogenizing the way the world goes mad.

This unnerving possibility springs from recent research by
a loose group of anthropologists and cross-cultural
psychiatrists. Swimming against the biomedical currents
of the time, they have argued that mental illnesses are not
discrete entities like the polio virus with their own natural
histories. These researchers have amassed an impressive
body of evidence suggesting that mental illnesses have
never been the same the world over (either in prevalence
or in form) but are inevitably sparked and shaped by the

ethos of particular times and places. In some Southeast Asian cultures, men have been
known to experience what is called amok, an episode of murderous rage followed by
amnesia; men in the region also suffer from koro, which is characterized by the
debilitating certainty that their genitals are retracting into their bodies. Across the fertile
crescent of the Middle East there is zar, a condition related to spirit-possession beliefs
that brings forth dissociative episodes of laughing, shouting and singing.
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that brings forth dissociative episodes of laughing, shouting and singing.

The diversity that can be found across cultures can be seen across time as well. In his
book “Mad Travelers,” the philosopher Ian Hacking documents the fleeting appearance
in the 1890s of a fugue state in which European men would walk in a trance for
hundreds of miles with no knowledge of their identities. The hysterical-leg paralysis that
afflicted thousands of middle-class women in the late 19th century not only gives us a
visceral understanding of the restrictions set on women’s social roles at the time but can
also be seen from this distance as a social role itself — the troubled unconscious minds
of a certain class of women speaking the idiom of distress of their time.

“We might think of the culture as possessing a ‘symptom repertoire’ — a range of
physical symptoms available to the unconscious mind for the physical expression of
psychological conflict,” Edward Shorter, a medical historian at the University of Toronto,
wrote in his book “Paralysis: The Rise and Fall of a ‘Hysterical’ Symptom.” “In some
epochs, convulsions, the sudden inability to speak or terrible leg pain may loom
prominently in the repertoire. In other epochs patients may draw chiefly upon such
symptoms as abdominal pain, false estimates of body weight and enervating weakness as
metaphors for conveying psychic stress.”

In any given era, those who minister to the mentally ill — doctors or shamans or priests
— inadvertently help to select which symptoms will be recognized as legitimate. Because
the troubled mind has been influenced by healers of diverse religious and scientific
persuasions, the forms of madness from one place and time often look remarkably
different from the forms of madness in another.

That is until recently.

For more than a generation now, we in the West have aggressively spread our modern
knowledge of mental illness around the world. We have done this in the name of science,
believing that our approaches reveal the biological basis of psychic suffering and dispel
prescientific myths and harmful stigma. There is now good evidence to suggest that in
the process of teaching the rest of the world to think like us, we’ve been exporting our
Western “symptom repertoire” as well. That is, we’ve been changing not only the
treatments but also the expression of mental illness in other cultures. Indeed, a handful
of mental-health disorders — depression, post-traumatic stress disorder and anorexia
among them — now appear to be spreading across cultures with the speed of contagious
diseases. These symptom clusters are becoming the lingua franca of human suffering,
replacing indigenous forms of mental illness.

DR. SING LEE, a psychiatrist and researcher at the Chinese University of Hong Kong,
watched the Westernization of a mental illness firsthand. In the late 1980s and early
1990s, he was busy documenting a rare and culturally specific form of anorexia nervosa
in Hong Kong. Unlike American anorexics, most of his patients did not intentionally diet
nor did they express a fear of becoming fat. The complaints of Lee’s patients were
typically somatic — they complained most frequently of having bloated stomachs. Lee
was trying to understand this indigenous form of anorexia and, at the same time, figure
out why the disease remained so rare.

NEXT PAGE »

Ethan Watters lives in San Francisco. This essay is adapted from his book “Crazy Like
Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche,” which will be published later this month
by Free Press.

An earlier version of this article misstated the publisher of Ethan Watters's book.
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